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J ames L. Conyers, J r. Black Lives: Essays in A frican
A merican Biography. (New York: M. E. Sharpe, I nc.,
1 999). 21 0 pp., $1 9.95 paper.
These biographical profiles of well-known and not so well
known African Americans are p resented from an Afrocentric
perspective. At least one essay is about a South African Black,
"Bessie H ead: The Idealist" by Owen G. Mordaunt. Drawing
from the writi ngs of Maulana Karenga, Conyers sets forth the
Afrocentric framework as presented i n this anthology:
The Afro-American national community is in fact a
unity-i n-itself, a com munity of people with a common
and disti nguishing history (kinship i n time and space;
a common and distinguishing cultu re (kinship i n life
changes and activities) ; and a common and distin
guishing col lective self-consciousness . . . ( 1 0).
The African Diaspora is at the same time a complex cul
tural mix d rawn by circumstances across several continents
and over a wide historical tim e frame.
Conyers' essay, "Maulana Karenga and Phenomenol
ogy-An I ntellectual Study," seems to set the tone for the other
authors' selections. Among the African Americans profiled are
Ton i Morrison , Daniel "Chappie" James, and Richard Allen,
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founder and bishop of the African Methodist Episcopal Church.
One may question to what extent the other contributors
embrace the Afrocentric framework assuming there is even a
loose consensus on Afrocentrism or Eurocentrism for that mat
ter. Setti ng aside the matter of that broad subject, this review
er found the following selections highly i nformative: Calvi n
McClinton's "Vin nette Carroll : African American Di rector and
Playwrighf'; G loria T. Randle's "Ou rlaw Women and Ton i
Morrison's Communities"; a n d Owen G . Mordaunt's "Bessie
Head-The Idealist." The line between art and politics always
has presented a myriad of issues for analysis. M cClinton and
Randle both treat this topic. Mordaunt focuses on one ideo
logical approach to Pan-Africanism.
I n talking about Carroll's career as a di rector and playwright McClinton observes
Carroll believed in th ree basic fundamentals: 1 ) the
total pictu re, one that is perfect In design and execu
tion ; 2) the total artist, the performer who can present
ideas physically, i ntellectually, and artistically through
dance, m usic, and poetry; and 3) the total theatrical
experience , which not only seeks to ente rtain but to
i nform , i nspire , and elevate the human spi rit (25) .
Obviously pol itical events serve as only one facet of the
h uman experience; however they can i mpact or be impacted
by what takes place withi n the total social environment.
Depending on the playwright the circumstances i n which a play
is presented and the time frame, they can serve as a l i n k
between art a n d socio-political i nsight a n d entertain a t the
same ti me. G iven such complex i nterconnections one needs
to define the concept of what constitutes entertainment. The
question then becomes which factors serve as a link between
a rt and politics and which do not.
Overall I found th is col lection of essays i nteresti n g ,
p rovocative, a n d l i kely to stir some debate. I suspect that
Conyers' opening essay also might sti r controversy, another
reason I recommend it to thoughtful readers .
Calvin E. Harris
Suffolk U n iversity, Boston
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